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Title: Tnn Concept of Rational Action with Snoecial Refersnce
12 tho Problem of ¥oral Obligation.
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The ‘main ain of the thasie {57to"clarify what we moan vhen.we
talk of someone®acting rationally".This™taskK [§ UNUATLAKeNn DY means
of a critical oxamination of certain principles used by common

gonso as critoria of rational action.

Chap.I. A preliminary chaptor: the torm "action" defined,and
actions proper distinguished from behaviour.The use of the
concapt of "deliboratensss® as the criterion of actions
propar oriticised,

Chap.II. The wrincipnle of thie Natural,as a criterion of rationality,
criticlsad,Tne radical ambiguity of tho torm "natural”
discussed at some length,

Chap.III. Tho »rinciple of accordance with tho facts accepted as
a very common criterion of rational action,and the
apnlication of the principle discussed in gowme datail. . ...

. _The point. is.mado~that'~~'the‘common gonse

asguration that it i always in our interastig to conform
to the facts is not valid.The quostion is ralsed whother
nowever, we can 2 said to have an obligation to try to

conform our actions to the faots ~-further comments on
tinls »noint loft over until a later chapter.

Chavp, IV. The crliterion of consistoncy discussed,and its importance
A3 a rational principle emphasised.A clear distinction
1s dravn votween situations in wiiich theo princliple of
accordance with the facts is the reolevant criterion,and
those in which the o»rincinle of consistoncy 1is relevant.
It 18 pointed out that it is not nacessarily for our
navpiness to conform to tho princinle of consistency,ont
that we may think we have an obligation to conform.

Chap.V. The vnrinciple of the greatest good,intorpreted hers in
terng of the satisfaction of desires,discussed as a
criterion of rationality.Tho idoa of havpiness as a

retional end of action analysed,and the question wheother
1t is ever sensible to "aim at happiness directly"
discussed,In connection with this latter voint,some

criticisma are made of tho "paradox of hedonism"
arzgument.

Chap, VI. The function of tne faculty of roason in our conception

0L rational action discussed,The question raised whether
roason is Just a "slave of the pastions®,or whether it

-l
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can move to action of its own accord.An attempt made to
link the "desire for system" with the faculty of reason.

Chap,VII. In this second part of thesis we deal specifically with

the relation of the concevt of moral action to the
concept of rational action.

First we discuss whether duty really is a "good
reason” for action.Various attempts to explain away the
ldea of dquty are criticissed: salso criticiged is the view
that the authority of duty 1s imposed on us from 'without"
It 1s argued that the motive of duty is as much a voluntary

"expression of the personality" as any motive of desire.

Chapn.VITT. In this chapter we discuss whether the assumptions
underlying the notion of duty are based on the facts.
The first assumption is that we have freewill:here we
argue that the 1idea of duty can itself be used as an
grgument 1in favour of freewill.
The second is that there are certain fundamental moral
principles accepted by all men.In respect to this point
it is suggested that,on the whole,the evidence seems to
be against this assumption.On the other hand we can say
with some confidence that all normal men are able to
appreclate the idea of moral obligation.It is further
suggested that all men,"having reason" will appreciate

the obligation to conform to the principle of consistency,

and this principle may be used by reflective men to iron

out differences in. moral standards arising from subjective
factors,

Chap, IX. We dliscuss here the question whether we have an obligation
to act rationally.First,it is suggested that we might
sometimes have an obligation to pursue our own happiness.
Second,we try to show that in all cases in which we say
that we have an obligation to conform to the facts,the
operative principle is really the principle of consistency.

The view that we have an obligation to conform to
the principle of consistency is defended.

Chap.X. The use of the principle of the greatest good as a

criterion of "rightness" is defended with critical reference
to the view that we cannot come to know our obligation by
any process of general thinking,but simply by placing
ourselves in the moral obligation situation.

Chap,XI. In regard to the problem of a possible clash between
duty and happiness we defend the view that the rational
thing to do is to follow the course of duty.

It is argued that the treatment of this problem
1s often confused because we tend to deal with it as
though the real point at issue is whether the concept of
duty"makes sense" in a world which seems indifferent to
moral values,This however, is quite a distinct issue,
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PRETAGCE,

what I have tried to do in this thesis is to analyse
what we mean when we talk of someons "acting rationally or
1rrationa11y".My‘main aim,in othor words,has been to clarify the

concept of rational action.I have taken as a starting point for

discussion certain vrinciples which.cqmmpn sonse uses as
oriteria of rational action,and subjected each in turn to
critical analysis.In doing this 1I have nof beon primarily
conceréed to disoover'whether any one of these princinles isﬁ
more fundamental than another:nor have I attempted to establish
a sot of definitive rules for judging what constitutes a rational
action in this or fhat aitug}ion.My main task has been to try
to romove ambiguities in the common sense use of theso nrinciples,
and to discuss problems of vhilosophic interest arising out of
the employment of these principles as oriteria of rationality.
This may not seom a very exciting programme,dbut in so
far as much confusion is caused by the loose uso of the
cognate .terms "rational® and "reason" in ordinar§ spoech,our

task, though porhaps somewhat poedestrian,nevortlieless seoms

worthwnile.

Though I have not attempted to arrive at a set of neoat,

and possibly "original® conclucions,I have beon led to take up certan
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positions which are highly controvorsial,and which I cannot hopo

to nave defended satlsfactorily.A necnssary brovity of treatmwent

of these points of view hasg somoetimos rosulted in statements
bolng made more dogmatically and confidontly than is,I think,
Warranted;it*ﬁight,tharoforof‘be in order to summarise now - .
the particular problems which fall into this category,and which, .
had ‘I the time,T should 1like ‘to have examined more thoroughly.
Ll),In'defending both the autonomy of morality and
the rationality of. the duty motive I have,perhaps,tended -to blur:
the distinoction batweeon desire and duty,and to have fallen into
the*errorof~interpret1ng*dutyqaswa*'specialgkiﬁd of desire".

Thls has not been intentional -I have emphasised

seﬁeral times -that duty and degirc are distinot notives of action-

but difficulty in giving proclse expression to my own interpro-
tation of duty may well have resulted in ny glving the 1mpression

that I rogard duty as a apecial kind of dasiro.

(3).In empnasising the practical value ofwthoﬂprinciplé
of the greatest good both in.pursuing-our.own happiness and in
the discovery of what is morally right;I~have undoubtodly
underestimated -the very great nractical difficulties that are
Involved in any attempt t0o omploy this principle.On tho other
hand,it-1{s.also true that rhilosophers have sometimes used tho
fact of these difficulties to dismiss the principle altogether

as boing quite useless,and it was this point of view tnat I

was chlefly concerned to -dispute.



V.
(3) In my discussion of the vproblem of an "absolute

conflict" botween the claims of duty and the claims of happiness
I may soem 1o have ovadoed the real issue by asserting that K since
the motive of duty by 1ts very nature claims precedonce over.
any motive of desire,thorefore we have no option but to choose

tne course of duty.But I have viewed the problem as a problem of

competing motives,each of which is,in itself,intrinsically
roasonablo;;ihavo not interpreted the problem,as is so often the
caso,as - the problem of whether the concept of duty "makes sense"
in a world which seoms to be tndifferent to moral values.That is

a soparate problem,which I have dealt with elsewhere.In discussing

the oonflict of duty and happiness I have taken it for granted -
that tho concopt of duty does "make sense",and I havo thus.

interpreted tho problem in that context. *

TR

(4) In this essay I havo oonstantly streooed tho key

position of the obligation to conform to tho prinoiplo of

oonoiotoncy.l have also tried to ShOW’hOW‘ this Obligation may

bo said to nhave its source in reason.but whothor I havo vaon

successful or not in showing tne relation botwoen this

1‘

obligation and roason, I should*hooo that my omphasis on the

&1#
¥

1mportanoo of the prinoiplo of oonsistonoy"will commend itself

to tne roador.
(6).Tho most controvorsial part ofktho thesis is
possibly the chapter in which I discuss the possibility of

reason’s boing an original motive of aotion.(chapter‘vr).l am not

nopeful that I nave been able to put forward a roally convincing
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case for tihe linking of the "dosire for system" with the faculty
of reason:vut I am sure that there is a nced for a much more

dotailed and precise analysis of the torm "reason" than was

poSsiblq in this thosis.Hume d4id some important piohsering'work
in this field,but his analysis does not take us far enough.One

is constantly amazed at the loose employment of this term evon

by pnilosonhers who are noted for the preclision and accuracy of

their writing.

In writing the thesis I have recceived constant mental
stimulation from a study of those parts of Hume’s Troatise most
relevant to my theme(®k.II.Part IIT -chapters,3,10; BK.III,Part I
and Part II).Where I have disagreed with Humo,I have disooyered
that ho has nearly always anticipated =y objoctions,and though
I have not always boen satisfioed with his answers I have found 1t
extromely difficult to demolish them to my own satisfaction.

I should 1like to mention also fhe'help I have recolved
from mfs.Kydd's scholarly work on Humoe -Reason and Conduct in
Humo’s Treatise ~the more 80 as my oﬁly roferenéos to her in

. the thesis are all oritical,
0f tho othor phi;OSOphical'wrifers vhom I have studied
in connection with the thesis I owe most to Sidgwick and to
H.A. Prichard,.My debt to the former will ba obvious,but I have

also received much hoelp from the latter notwithstanding the fact

that T disagroe with his general emphasis in ethics,
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It remains for me to thank Professor W.G. ¥Masclagan
for his acute criticismz and ready encouragement.I should also
1iko to thank Dr.D.D. Raphael fof-ﬁié'willingness to discugs many

difficult points in the argument.

J.L.
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1.

INTRODUCTION.

The main aim of the present study being to clarify what
we mean when we talk of a " rational action" or of someone "acting
rationally”,it will be necessary for us to examine critically tbe

varicus ways in which wo employ the term "rational”,(and the cognate.

term "reason") when these terms are used to describe actions. I
therofore propose to bagin our enquiry by summarising briefly the
criteria usod(explicitly or implicitly) by common sense in
describing actions as rational or irrational.I shall also noﬁe
what seem to be the more important of the assumptions underlying
the common sense position.In the chapters wihich follow I shall

be concerned to explicate what 1s outlined below.

I,
1. The minimum requirement of an action which claims to Ve
rational is that it should have a "motive" -~that it should Dbe
done for "some reason".This seems,however, so obvious -1t 1is
takon for granted that any ection,howover irrational it may be 1in

other respecis,at lcast has a motive -that it would scarcely
appnar to be worth considering as a criterion of any practical
importance.Nevertholess,as we shall see lator,cortain assumptions
implicit in the common sense use of this c¢riterion require
careful attention;in particular, the assumption that non-deliber-
ative actions are necossarily irrational.Voreover,in so far as
tho question of motive,or rather "lack of motive", is often

relevant to the problem of distinguishing between sane and insane

acts,1t is important that we should be clear as to what wo mean

when we say that an action is "without motivo",tho more so as



~ common sense often tends to confuse a "motiveless action" with

an "unnatursal action".

2. If we oxamine any action we find that thélmotive of the

action can be classified under one of two goneral heads,namely,

"

under the heading of desire or of dutz;in_other'woﬁdépwhenrwe act

w0 do 80 elther beocause we are movod by the thought of some

satlsfaction or else because we are moved by the thought of- some
1. 1 |

moral obligation,®rima facie these two kinds of motive scem to Dbe

quite distinct from each other ,cach in its own way providing a
"good reason" for action,but of course,az: we all Know, such a |
point of view is strongly criticised by some philosopheors.This
oriticism takeg tho form‘of an attack on'tho notion of"duty})(so
far as I know no one has attempted to explain away the notion of
"desire") in which we try to show either that the concept of
duty itself is meaningless,or,and this is porhaps the same thing,
that "duty" is merely the product of conditioning or the name
wo give to a certain kind of desire,

The philosophic suspicion of the notion of duty 1is
roflected in a certain ambiguity in tho cdﬁmon gsonse attitudo to
the idea of moral obligation:; for,though we accopt duty as a
"good reason" for action,and,morcover,hold as a matter of
principle that duty ought to have precedence over desire if tho

two clash,yet in practice we tend to question the rationality of

t.It 18 not denisd of course that the two fields of duty and
desire may sometimes overlap: e.g. that we may sometimes
dosire to do the action which we are morally obliged to do.




the duty motive in a way in which we should nover think of

questioning the motive of desire.Not only do we sometimes ask

1
the question, "why ought I to do my duty”,but,more significantly

perhaps,we 40 not doscrive an action as irrational if it is the
product of a preference for self-interest as against duty -wo say
it 1is selfish or wicked,but not irrational -and this,even though

we telieve in principle that duty has a prior claim on us.

The issues involved here will be the first with which
we shall have to deal when we come to conslder tho relation

between moral action and rational action.

3e The assoertion that actions,to ve rational,must have

a motive does no more than give us a very obvious oriterion of
raticnality with a very limited application.More positive
criteria are required if we are to bo able to make,not only the
broad distinction between sane and insane actions,but also,within
tho genefai class of sane actions,to distinguish the various
kinds of rational and irrational .conduct.And it is with these
more positive oriteria that we shall in the main be concerned

{n this thosis.

The first of theose criteria wo may dosoribe as

tnne criterion of the Natural,or,since it is usually applied in
the nogative form,1it might bo more accurate to name it the
criterion of the Unnatural.Its use is exemplified most clearly,
porhaps,when we describe an action as irrational because its

motive 1s such that we think no "normal” person would have beon

1.Whother this.is a proper question or not is a matter which
will be discussed later.(seo ps. 203},



moved by 1t,0r at least not moved by it in these particular

circumstances8.An unnatural action(i.e. an action whose motive

{s "abnormal®) is prira facie an irrational action.The criterion
of the "natural” is also vory ofton used to dofend actions which,
on other grounds,mignt seem to be irrational.we say, "it was only
natural that so and so should have acte§ in the way he did,given

his temperament and the tenseness of the situation etc."

It 1s not to bve expected that such ambiguous terms as

*natural®" and “uhnatural" would ve used with any consistency by
commen sense,and indeed,as we shall see,the unsatisfactoriness of
this criterion arises mainly from the radical ambiguity of the
térm,"natural‘.Wo can, I think,distingﬁiﬁh at lcast four sensos
of "natural”,as used by common sense,which are relevant to our
main thome,The most usual of these is to‘bo|found in the idea of
wvhat is "common" or "normal®,An action is “natural; if 1t is what
all men,or tho great majority of men would do 1n'the eame‘
circumstances.A second meaning ofr"natu:al” refers to what 1is
original or innate as opposed to what is artificial and conditioneg,
and this sense of "natural” is sometimes used,indirectly,as a
criterion of rational action:e.g. when we extol the virtues of
"simple living",of living "acocording to nature",or when we argue

that tho right way to live is to give "free exnression" to one’s

original propensitios.

A third meaniﬁg 6f "natural" which is of some relevance
is, "so0 oonstitutedby nature”.This is the meaning which is
employed when we defend abnormal actions on the ground that the

agent could not really help doing what he did.
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Fourthly, there is the definition of "natural” which 1s

particularly important in resvect to the moral problem,viz.,
*that which is based on an innate moral sense",Thus,quoting

St.Paul, we often talk of the "natural law written in the heart

#

of man®.

Common sense,of course,dces not always distinguish
cloarly between these different senses when it uses the term
"hatural”.ln consequorce arguments about what is natural or
unnatural always tend to become confused;it is not always
aporeciated ;hat*what may be natural on one definition of the

term may o unnatural on another,

4, The second of our criteria is,I think, the most widely

accepted of all the criteria of rational action,We may describe

it as the criterion Sf "accordance with the facts".Whenever,for

instance,we use expressions such as "based on reason” or *acting
according to roason” we usually mean "acting in accordance with

the facta",

It is to be noted that common sense does not consider an
action to be nocessarily irrational if it proves to have been
based on a false judgment, for mistaken judgments about the facts
are often roasonable or "natural®,i.e. mistakes which all or
most men would have made in similar circumstances.rrom the comnmon
sense point of view this criterion is violated most obviously in
the following cases:({a)Where we refuse to examine the facts bofors
coming to a decision,or to "face up to facts®" which we do not
wish to accept; (b)wihere we allow obviously subjective factors

to influence us in our judgments of the facts:and(c) where,having



admitted that certain things are the case, we doliverately act

as though they were not tho caso.

5. Another coritericn of rational action which 1is

froquently usod is the principle of "consigtency".If a person

"acts inconasistently” then there is a prima facie case for saying

that ho acts irrationally,

¥nen,in ordinary speeoch,we talk of peoople “acting
1noonsisténtly" we usually mean,either that there is a discropancy
botween beollef and practice, (espocially between moral precopt and
moral practice) or that there is a lack of consistency in the way
we act at differont times in situations which soem to be of tho
same type.This gtatoment of tho application of the principle of
consistenoy is,however,neither satisfactory in itself nor does it
cover all tho cases in which the criterion of consistancy ig

involved.¥e cannot enter into a detailed disucssion of theso
points now,but must contont ourselves with a summary of the maln
criticisms.Those are: first,that the above account of "inconsis-
tont actions" does not clearly distinguish betweon the situation
whero the onerative criterion is the principle of "accordance

wWith the facts® and the situation where the oporative criterion

is the principle of consistency; second,that thoe exnression,

"lnconsistent action® is,strictly spoaking,improper since it is

only propositions wnich can boe self-contradictory or inconsistent

with one another; third, that in using the expression, "so and 80
actod inconsistently® we do not distinguish clearly enough
between thoge cases where we do not realise that we are bveing

inconsistent,and those cases where we knowingly refuse to conform
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to the principle of consistency.It is only in the lattor case that

we can pronerly say that the porson has acted irrationally;fourth,
the commen sense emphasis on inconsistencies uvntween belief and
practice tends to obscuro the faot tiiat the criterion of

consistoncy 1is applicable to what is known as the theorotical

field as well as to the field of practical action.Thus a person

would be said to act irrationally in the sense of not conforning

to the principle of consistency if, being confronted with an

inconsistency ooatwoen two beliefé snach of which he holds to be
true,he refuses to 4o anything to try to remove the inconsistency
and mailntains tho beliefs as before,

In our examination of this criterion wo shall try to
decal with theso coriticisms:we shall also try to show that the
nrinciple of consistoncy is of much greater practical imvortance

than 1s usually realised by common senso,

G; The lagt of thess criteria is the principle of the
"greatost good",.This is most evident as a coriterion of rational
sction in those caces where we praise a person for choosing,

a8 between variocus alternative courses of action,that course
which will give him the greatest pleasure or which will help
him to obtain happinessa.In particular we tend to praise a person
for acting rationally if he foregoes some presont pleasure for

o)
the sake 'a greater pleasure "in the long run”.

.
The application of the principle of the groatest good
to the field of moral actions is not so obvious or cleoar-cut,for
though it is 1in goneral true 'to say that reflective common sense

tends to adopt some form of tho utilitarian principle as a
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criterion, perhaps ono should say as "the criterion”, of the

4
L

rightness of actions,yet,novertheless,in actual practice wo
rarely use the principle of tho greatest good as & means of
discovering what our duty is;moreover we do somotimes justify
actions which would appear in tne circumstancos to produce more

evil than good on the ground that we intuitively know them to Ve
tho right actions.(e.g. wo may defend our telling the truth where
it seems wiser not to do so by using this argumont).One of our
main problems then in respeact to this criterion will be to
discover whether,and to what degree,it is applicable to the

field of'moral decisions,

To a lessor degree the same problem confronts us when
wo are concerned only with the pursuit of our own happiness.We do
not doubt that 4t is rational for a person to choose the course
of action which will give him the groatost pleasure;nor do we
doubt that happiness,considered as our "groatest good" 1is an
intrinsically desireable end - but it is questioned whether we

can attain happiness by a policy of deliberately pursuing it,and

to that extent it is claimed that the principlo of the greatest

good has severe limitations as an instrument of practical valus,

7. The above,then, seem to me to be the main criteria
whioh wo use in dotermining the rationality of actions.The
Quostion may bo asked,howovor,why we have omitted from the list

what seems to be the most.obvious criterion of all,viz,, "what 1is

l-CfAC.D.Broad,Five Types of Ethical Theory,p.156. "It seems
falr to conclude that common sense has always been implicitly
and unconsciously utilitarian,and that it tends to become more

gggmePe 6xplicitly so as intelligence,sympathy,and experience




in accordance with reason” or "what is based on reason".It is
clear enough that these expressions,or equivalent expressions,
are often used when we are describing the rationality of an action,

but it 1s not so clear that they are useful as procise coriteria,.
Besides,it 158,I think, possible to show that when the torm

"roascn® 1s used in any proposition stating a oriterion of

rational action it is always analysable into one or other of the
terms used in the oriteria given above,When we talk ‘of a "“good
reason” for action we often refer to a motive approved of by
all normal men,or approved by an innate moral sense;when we 8ay
that someoneﬁbased his action on raaaon#wo usually mean that
he based his action on the facts or on sound,consistent raaéoning;
when wo say that someone was "moved by roason" we very often
mean,as8 Hume in a famous passage pointed out, that he was moved
by the thought of what was conducive to his "greatast good™.
¥oention of the term "reason”, however, does bring
to mind a problem which is of some importance,viz., what role

reason,in the strict sense of the torm as roferring to the

faculty of reason, plays in the "rational life",and in particular

what the relation is betwoen reason and what Hume called the
"passions".It is when we consider a provlem of this nature that
wolroaliso tho confusion which is caused by the fact that the

torm "reoason" is used vory loosely in ordinary speech,.,Thus whon

we say that a man aocts rationélly if he is "moved by reason'

we tond to give the impression that it is only when reason itseolf,
in.- somo scnse,is the original and sole motive <f action that we

can call the action rational.And this view of the matter is
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further encouraged by the loose way in which wo talk of the

rational man as one who keeps his passions under the control of
reagscn or as one whose life is controlled by reason,Thus reason

and desire seem to be placed in opposing camps as 1if they were

inovitablo enemies,.

Yot such a view is misleading even as an interpretation
of tie ossential common sense position.Desire and reason are not
qompeting'motives of action in the sense that we can claim to be
acting rationally when we are moved by reason,but not so waen
we aro moved by some desire,The argument has only to be stated
baldly like this for its falseness to become apparent.There 1s
nothing, per se,irrational about being motivated by a desire(indecd
there are some who would assert that we can only bo moved by
a desire);it is only whon our desire is based on false judgments
as to tho facts that we can introduce the question of irrationality.

The fact of the matter is that the genoral bias of tho
common sonse view is towards the Humeoan position that the proper
role of reason is to be a "servant',or perhaps,more accurately,

a gulide and advisor of the passions;it 1s the instrument by moans
of which we are able to discovor ways and means of satisfying our
desires.The main difference hetween Hume’s view and that of

common sense 1s that whereas Hume held that reason "is and ought
only fo be a slave of the passions" common sense scmoetimes seoms
to modify this by claiming that reason can be an original motive

of action on its own account.The "particular passion" which is

linked with reason is usually thought to be the desire for
i

knowledge ,or intelloctual curiosity,but it is necessary to add



that common sense is by no means consistent in resvect to this
matter;for somoetinmes it is agsumed that there 1s such a thing as
the desire for knowledge for its own sake,and at other times it
i{s assumed that we Beokﬁnowledge only as a means to the
gsatisfaction of othor desires,If tho latter be the case then, of

course, reason only operates,here as elsewhere, as the servant of

the passions,

It 1s with this question of reason as an "original®
motive of action that we shall ve primarily concernod when we

come to doal with the general problem of the relation betwoen

roason and desire,

ITI.
8. In the chaptors which follow I vpropose,first of all,to
consider the criteria listed above only within the context of
actions whose motive is some desire.In other words I intend to
excludo,so far as it is possible to do so, those probloms which
are raised by'the fact that we appear to e moral beings capable
of being moved to action by the thought of a moral obligation.
Such & sharp division is bound to be somewhat artificial,but for
the purposes of our discussion it is conveniont to kKeep the two
kinds of action distinét,and this for two reasons:first,that the
question of the relation of moral actions to the concept of
rational action raises spscial problems of its own which are best
doalt with geparately:;and socondly,that*theso problems can he

discussed most profitably in the light of what has already been

Sald in explication of the criteria of rationality,in so far as

they aro applied to actions motivated by desire,
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e In tho first section we shall follow closely the out-
lino of the programme suggestod by the summary of the common

sense view gliven above,In Chapter I we shall consider the
proelliminary question of what we mean by the term "action",and then

g0 on to discuss vory briofly certain problems that arise out of

this question of deofinition - in partiocular, the assumption that it
is only deliverate actions which can be described as aéetions
proper or to which the term "rational” could be ascribded,

In Chapter IT we shall criticise the value of the
notion of the "natural" as a criterion of rational action,and in
Chapters III and IV respectively we shall analyse in detail tho
criteria of "accordance with the facts" and of "consistoncy".In

Chapter V we shall discuss the oriterion of the "greatest good”

in 8o far as it is applied to aotions whoso motive is somo dosire
- which moans,in offect, a discussion of happiness as a rational
end of conduct,

Then,in tho next chapter we shall conclude the first
section by considering the rolation between desire and rcason,Under
this heading we shall criticise the adogquacy of Hume’s viewpoint
on the question,and try to clarify the suggestion,implicit in
ordinary language, that roason, as well as being a "servant of the

passions", somoetimes operates as an originator of action in its

own right - ags a particular kind of"passion”’,

(0. In the second sectioniwhere we consider sﬁeoifically
the rolation between moral action and rational action,we shall

not follow quite so oclosely tho programme outlined above.For one

thing this would result in a certain amount of repetition:but,more
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importantly,sone of the s»necial problems which wo have 1o oxamine

in tiais section can e more adequately“dealt*with {f wo dilscuss
tnom in theo order which ﬁaturally sugrgests itself without worrying
too much wnether this order parallels the order of critoria

given in the introduction,

Thn first problem to be considered in this scction is
one which did not arise in the first:it is the problem of the
rationality of the "duty motive" itsolf.As we have already
noted we do not seo any point in asking why it 1s rational to
be moved to action by the thought of something we desire,but we
do somotimos "rebel" against the authority of the duty motive,
eﬂpeoiallywhentﬁe course of duty roquires a sacrifice of our
own happiness,Ws wonder whother the authority of duty might not
be "illusory",to be explained away as a produce of sccial
conditioning otc., and we seek for some naturalistic theory of
moral obligation which will account satisfactorily for 1its
main characteristics,and at the same timo give us a good reason

for taking a rather more relaxed and moderate view of the

demands of duty,

The rationality of the idea of moral obligation 1s

furtﬁor attacked,indirectly,by questioning the acsumptions

which underlie,or soem to underlie our common sense reasoning
fabout and discussion of moral questions.Thus when we argue about
moral problems,or censure somebody for doing what is morally

‘wrong we seoem to assume at least two thingsifirst,that we cannot

be sald to bo under a moral obligation to do something unless weo
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are freo,in every sense of that term,to do the action required
of us; and secondly,that there aro objective standards of moral
rightneﬁs.This latter assumption is especially relevant whon we
argue with others abdbout moral questions,for such discussion would

seom Lo be pointless unless there 1s some ovjective gstandard of

reforence,

Now 1t is very often asserted that neither of those
assumptions i3 Justified in that théy are not founded on tho
facts;and 1f this is so then,of courso,much of our conduct in
rospact to moral questions would seem to be irrational, judged
by the oriterion of "accordance with the facts".It is with thils,and

rolated questions, that we shall doal in Chapter VIII.

11. iaving dealt first with these vasic problems we shall

next conslder some specific quoestions that arise in connection

with trne relation between moral and rational action.In Chanter
IX §0 shall examine the question whether we can belaaid to have
an*obligation to try to act rationally”".Under this heading we shall
deal mainly with the criteria of "accordance with the facts" and
of "consistency",but wo shall also consider briefly whathor we
can vbe said to have an obligation to seek our own happinoss.

Then next,in Chapter X,we shall discuss tho use of tne
criiorion of the "greatost good" as a criierion of "rightness® .
w0 nave already mentioned somo of tho'difficulties inherent 1in

this problem,but there is one further related problem which wo

should note here since we deal with it in this chapter.The problew

1s whether, as is suggosted by some philogonhears,it is only
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possible to know what {8 our duty by an intuitive act of moral
approcliation made at the time when we are actually involved in a

moral obligation situation.The argument is that we cannot come

to know what 1s our duty by avplying some formula such as the
utilitarlan principle,or by any process of argument and reasoning.

In {ts more extreme forms this doctrine would gseem to leave the
way open fof the dominance of conventional morality and quasi-
moral feelihga,and 1t will b part of our task to try to show
that the intuitional and to some oxtent non-intollectual approach
té moral problems is only satisfactory if it is combined with
tne careful employment of general principles of morality.
Finally,in Chapter XI we shall discuss the oroblem
that arlses by virtue of the possibility of tiere being an
absolute conflict between the claims of duty and the claims of
porsonal happlness,We shall ask,first,whether,and in what sense,
w0 can talk of an "absolute conflict": and secondly,what wo mean

by the term, "rational” whon we say that,in the event of cuch a

conflict,it is more rational to choose one coursse rathor than the

other,
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CHAPTER I,
SOME PRELIMINARY QURTSTIONS.
I,
1. I propose to bogin our enquiry by considering dbriefly

what We mean by the term "action",

rirgt, it 18 nooegsary to make an important, though perhans
obvious distinction botween the use of tho torm "action" where it
moans 81mply "the thing done", and its uso whero it means "the
decision to do something",.Thus when wo talk of a "rational action”
wo may wmoan only that "the thing dono™ proved to be the right
action in tho circumstances,or we may mean that the person acting
mado a rational decision -tinat ho aoted "according to the facts”,
for the "right roasons", and so on.In other words,in the latter
casge wo consider not only ths completed action but also the
motives "bohind" tho action,the way it was done eto.

llow though in ordinary spsech wo use tho torn "rational”
to descerive actions in the first sense given above it seems cloar
enough that, strictly speaking,it should only be used to qualify
the torm "action" whore it means " a decision to do something”,for
-1t i3 only vy considering the dscision as distinect from what was
actually done that we can know what the person intended to do,on
what grounds he vased his decision and so on.This is not a merely
academic point for what might be considered a rational action if
we take into account only ;he corpleted act, tho "thing done",
might well prove to be an irrational action if wo consider what

tho person decided to do,and why.Thus a batsman makes the gtroke
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vhich wins the match and we congratulate him on having had the

skill and presence of mind tc make the right stroke.liec then
confesgcg that the stroke was roally an acocldental product of an
intended stroke which in the circumstances it was the height of
foolichness to attempt.In other words,though the batsman acted
irrationally, the actual stroke made, "the thing done” was quite

corract.In contrast to this we may mako a rational decision and

yet,through no fault of our own, fall to achleve the result

intendod,The fact of the matter is that an action in the sense pf
"the thing done" can b2 no more reasonable oOr unrcasonable,
rational or irrational than the bohaviour of a2 volcano or the
action of an acid;it can bos desoribed as useful or useless,
dangerous or safe,important or unimportant, evon as right or
wrong,out not es rational or irrational,If we wish to avold
misunderstanding,then, we should probably nover say "so and 80
was the rational action in the circumstanoes",bﬁt rathor, "he
actod rationally in doing so and so", or "his decislon to do

30 and go was a rational one",

2e - The second point which it is necessary to make is that
w0 1ncludre within the class of actions not only decisions to

do something but also decisions to beliove somothing} and even
sometimes decisions to be something.Common sense is inclined

to restrict the ugoe of the term "action" to those cases in
which we intend to do something, to "get something going",possibly
because, in ordinary speoch, the term "aotion" very often refers

to the exertion of energy in somes physical movement or series of
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gty sk

1
movoments, But if we allow,say, that the Chancellor’s declision

to devalue the pound is an action, oven though the decision,qua
decision,is not an action in the more physical gonse of the term,
then there seems to e no reason for denying that,say, the
decision to accept the reality of ghosts, or the decision to

try to be more holy should be regarded as actions too ,Even iT
the decisions have no practical import -that is, are not intended

to load to action in the more popular senso of the term -they

are still actions nonetheless.

In some cases,of course,it is essential for purposes of
clear exposition to distinguish botween action,in the sense of
the decision to do something or tho actual doing of something,
and action as meaning the docision to velieve something or to
be something -e,g. where we are discussing an inconsistency

between a person’s beliefs and his actual practice -but this in no

way affoects tno principle given above,.

ILT.

L

3 The distinctions made above do not,however, remove all

\

possibility of amblguity in our use of the term "action".It seems

lmportant,for instance, that we should bo able to differentiate
Clearly between actions proper and merely mechanical or automatic
behavioup,though.we often use the term "action®" to cover bvoth.Ve

&y that the ants acted in a peculiar way when we disturbed their

1.Thus the expression "man of sction® refers eithor to the person
wno has led a life of physical adventurele.g. the explorer),
or,and this is more commeon,to the porson who has the powor of
firm decision, who "gets things done",
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nest, though in fact we do not rank these “acticns" above the
level of instinctive behaviour and certainly would not think it
proper to apply the terms "rational” or "irrational®" to them,
Similarly we often use the torm "action" when referring to something

done by a human being where the term "behaviour® or "roflex

action" would ve more acourate.This looseness in the employment
of the ternm "action® reflects a certain vaguensss in the common
sense attitude to tho question of tho distinction between action
proper and Dbehaviour,and it is therefore necessary for us to

discuss the problem of the oriterion to use to make the distinction

clear,

4. Perhaps tho most common criterion employed is that of

1.
"deliberateness®” An action is something which implies a delliberate

decision:when we vehave,on the other hand, we merely react to the |
strongest stimull, This criterion,however, is itself ambiguous,
for "deliborate" can mean either of two things.In tho first,and
more common sense of tho torm, it means the opposite of impulsive,
Ve act delibverately when we consider the issues carsafully before
deciding what to do.In the second, and wider sense of tho tornm,

wo act deliberately when the action is explicitly or implicitly
intentional in character:when wo do something or decide to do
something for a reason or with some purpose in view.Now if we take
the first of these definitions as the correct ono,then we cannot
regard "deliberateness® as a good criterion of actions proper,for
1.Thus gsee H.A.Prichard:"If we fail to scrutinisce tho meoaning of

the terms "ond" and"purpose” we are apt to assume uncritically
that all delivorate action,i.60. action propser must have & purpose.

(Does Moral Pnilosophy Rost on a lkistake -Mind,Jan.191g,P.51.)
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thoro are many non-considered acts which we should hesitate to
clagsify as mere behaviour;I am thinking here in particular of
those actions which are immediate and spontaneous responses 1o
situations and which, though not in any sense planned or considered,

could hardly Dbe classified as reflexive or mechanical reactiohs

to stimuli, Some of these spontaneous responses may have a basis
in training: thus the trained tennis player "instinctively”
produces the right stroke,the well bred young man immediately
rosponds to the awkward silence with a tactful guestion.In a sense
they are roacting automatically to a situatlion,but they are
reacting intelligently,and could undoubtedly give a satisfactory
reason for thair action if ﬁuestionod later.Other actions of the
"immediate response” type seom to have a more instinctive basis-
o.g. 8 mothar jumping into the sea to save her child from

drowning - but we 4o not regard them as belonging to a lower order

merely boecause they are impulsive,Indeoed in the case of tho
mother saving her c¢hild we should be inclined to roegard her

behaviour as irrational if she carefully weighed up the pros and

cons before acting.

0. Porhaps,then,if we cannot exclude non-considered actions
from the class of actions proper wo should say that the critorion
is that we should be able to give a reason for what we ;do'.¥We
need not be consciously aware of tho roason at the time of acting
but 1t must ve implicit in the action.The difficulty with this
criterion is that we can give reoasons for what are really

behaviouristio responses as well as for rosponses which we

usually take to be actions proper.I am not thinking here of tho
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reacons we give for physiological reflexes such as sneezing or

blinking (e.g8. "tho reason I gneoezed was that a featner ticklod
my nose") where we use the teoerm "reason" as a loose synonym for
"officlent cause",but rather of those cases in wnhnich we explain
our actions by reference to some motive which prompts us to

do somothing,as we say, "against our will",Thus,when the lion

leaps out of the soroen in a three~dimensional film we involuntar-
11y hide behind the seat in front,and though this is really
a conditioned reflex reaction we might possibly give as a reason

for our vehaviour the fact that we "felt frightened®.

G, Thoe only c¢riterion which 1s ocapable,I think, of doing
the Job of distinguishing betwoon actioniand behaviour 1s the
criterion of ;responsibility“,and evon this criterion is far
from being completely satisfactory since it is difficult to give
procision to thdiferm,and in any case it can only vbe employod
with complete offeotiveneBS'when:we aro dealing with our own
actions.We can nover roally bo certain whother another pofaon 18
responsible for a particular action or not,though we can often
infer tho degrée of responsibility with a high dogree of probability.
what 1s boing contended here is that it is only those
actions for which we accept responsibiiity wnich can properly
be ocalled actions.If we are unable to accept "something done"
as being"our action",if we claim tﬁat it happenoed™against our
willjthen 1t must be classified as bohaviour.(Sometimes,of
course,wo are pravared to take responsibility for actions done

"against our will” 1f we think that we could havo avoided thelr
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occurring).

The important thing to noto in resvect to this criterion

is that we aro ofton quite praparsd to accept full responsibility
for actiong which are impulsive or unplanned,It is beceause we
includo these "immediato responso™ actions under the heading

’qf aot;ons proper that it is boatter to use tho criterion of
"rosponsibility" rathor than the criterion of "will®";for though
it 1s true enough that rosponsible actions are actions whilich we
voluntarily will to do, an emphasis on the fact of "willing"

may tond to give the misleading impression that the only actions
which are actions proper are those which are deliberate, in which
wo consciously will to do one thing rather than another.

It soems possible to use this oriterion of “roeponsibility”
without becoming involved in the philosophical issue of freewill.
From a common sense point of view we usually have no difficulty
in deciding what decisions wo are responsible for.No doubt,in
theory, the convinced determinist would have to say that he is not
really rosponsible for anything ho does - that he never acts butl
mereiy reacts,.But 1in practice, certainly in Judging his own
actions, and usually in judging the actions of othéra,ha adopts
the common sense attitude.lie does not always feel it to be relevant

to introduce problematical considerations about the influenco of

hoeredity and environment whgnever he does something about which

he feels ashamdd.

In saying that the oriterion of "responsibility" can

bs used at a comrmon sense lovel without Introducing the question

of "freowill", we are not,however,implying that this question is
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not of some relevance to our general discussion of rational action,

we shall consider this point later.

ITI.
7 It 13 with the above considerations in mind that we

must consider the truth of the assumption,which tends to be made
by common sanéa, that tho main differonce between rational and
irrational actions 1lies in the fact that rational acts are

deliberate,planned,considared,whoreas irrational acts are

non-considered, impulsive.

L

First,we must note that there are many "unplanned"

acts whioh.wéwould call neither impulsive nor irrational -e.g.
.the porfectly timed Bfroke of a vatsrman,tho swift ropartee of the

wit;or,for that matteor,intuitive acts of appreoiation or of

1
kKnowledge.,

cecondly,even those actions whioch we describo as
"impulsivo™ may not necessarily be irrational,.The term fimpulsive”
is {tself somewhat anbiguous:when we refer to an actidn as
"impulsive" we may mean either,(a)that it was dono,literally,

without thought,without any particular purpose in nind,or(b)that

1.This is a point foroibly made by Professor Ryle in "The Concept
of Mind" as part of his general attack on the theory that -
as he puts it - "a performance of any sort inhorits all 1its
titlo to intolligence from some antorior,internal operation of
planning what to do®.Profossor Ryle 1s,however,inclinéd3
to overstate his case,.In particular heo tends to underestimate
the extent to which all "knowing-how" activities involve -if
only by implication - a "knowing-that" element.
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it was done spontaneously,without prior deliboration.In this
latter case reflective thought 1s present but it is contemporan-
eous with the "outward" action.Indeed,in some cacses,it 1g not
1mplausiblé t0 say that the ;ction is the thought.

Now, as we nhave already noted, impﬁlaive actions. of
this latter kind(oe,g. the mother jumping into the water to save

- her child)are often considered quite rational.They may in fact

be rational in two differont ways.They may be the appropriate
actions 1in the circumstances -the action which "moets®™ the faots of
the case -aﬁd thoy may'be porformed in the mannor which we approve
of as belng "rational®” in the circumstances.,Thus the mother not

only does what slio ought to do,obut she does it as she ought.And

one can think'of wany occasions in which it would be considered

rational to act impulsively in this gsecond sense of the term,

3Se Tnere arg gcoveral reasons why wo tenl to think that

-1t 1s only planned,considered acfions which have any claim to

the title of rationality.In the {irst place tiero is the
ambiguousngas of the terms "deliberate” and"impulsive", which we
nave alreaﬁy noted.Secondly,it is easy 10 bacome confused between
rationality as a dispositional quality and rationality as a qualigy
of a particular action or series of actions.It is true that when
wo describe somoone as ”a'partioularly rational sort of person”

we usually have in mind,among other things, his tendency to
deliberate, to welgh up the pros and cons voforoe acting,and we thus
contrast him with the impulsive, reckless person.,BPut this can be

admitted without in any way controverting our previous

statoment that some non-considerand actions may yet be rational.
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Thirdly,the use of the idea of "deliberateness® as
the criterion of sctions proper seems satisfactory boecausoe wo
think that the main differonce betwoen human actions and animal
behaviour lies in tho fact that whereas human beings are ablo to
deliberate betwéen various courses of action before deciding what

to do, aninals are dotermined in their behaviour either by
ingtinct or by conditioned reflexes.dut even if it were true that
tinis provided a clear differentia botween animal behaviour and
human Ppehaviour,it would not in itself show that the only human
actions which can claim to bo rational are those which are

1
"delibverate",

0. Rofarence to immulsive acts, ospociall& imnulgive acts

in the first genge noted ahbove ~1.e. those done without any
particular thought in mind - does raise the imnortant quastion of
"motiveless actions":whothor thero ar? any such, and if so how

they are to 0o doscrived.¥s have alreadﬁ obgorvod that this question
plays a prominent part in disputes as to tho sanit& of a peraon

conmitting certain kinds of criminal acts.

The answer wo glve to this gquestion will obviously
dopend, to some oxtont, on our definition of the term "motive".If
wWo mean by "motive”™ , that which causes movemont or that which

impels to action thon it scoms fairly clear that all actions have

1.It 18 doubtful whethor thore is eny critorion which will pive
us a prociso distinction between animal and human bzhaviour,dbut
the criterion of "deliberateness” scome particularly unsatis-
factory 1in this respoect.The Dehaviour of many anirals siows all
tne usual overt signs of "planned action", and it only bogs

the question to explain away such actions by reference to
"instinot",
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& "motive".ii If,on the other hand, we moan by "motive", the
thought of a possible gatisfaction or the thought of & moral
obligatioi.then it migat He argued that we gormetimes act without
belng moved by eilher desire or duty.This view,ﬁowover,zI am
inclined to think, can only be made plausible 1? wve include in

the class of actions that which would be more accurately descrived

as behaviour,

Tt 18 1Interosting to noto that when we talk of a

motiyoless actlon we usually rafer to the actions of others -in

partlcular,to tho actions of criminals - and very rarely to our

own acliong,.What wo mean when wo gay that gsomeone acted without

motive is gither:

(a)That we cannot see any reason for their action;that

1t ceoned to be without nuUrpose,
Tnlg,of course, mignt e marcly a confession of ignorance,
and need not necoczoarily imply that,in fact, the action had no

motive;but very often it is really an assertion that we are unabdble
to understand how any human boing could do the particular action
under digscussion,or that wo cannot understand how any human

being could be moved by any of the motives which havo boeen put

1,1 am accopting hoere the common sense assumption that "everythinz
nas a cause®,and that this applies to actions as well as events,
I am awarg that gsomo defenders of freewill would deny thig,but it
seems to me that provided one defines “"cause" widely enough(i.o.

doss not limit its meaning to'efficient cauae"Jthen the above
statement 18 more oOr less a tautology.

2, In ordinary speech the toerm "motive"_tends to be
synonomous with desire, See ps zws4{-for discussion of this pnoint,
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forward as éxplaining the action,In other*wbrds,what*we tend
to do is to confuse the idea of a motivsless action with the
idea of an abnormal action or with the idsa of a normal actlon
done for an abnormal reason,An action which is irrational on
the grounds of being abnormal or unnatural is thought to beo
irrational on the grounds of being without a motive.But in fact

nany 80 called "motiveolass actions" can he shown to have been

1
done for a very definite reason,.

'(b) That thoy acted on "blind impulse" -that they
were "carried along" by irresistable emoéional drives,

This interpretation of a "motiveless action® 1s itself
anbiguous,.we may moan that tho person was the victim of an
uncontrollable desire,but was nevertneless,in some moasure
aware of what he was doing and why -i.e. that he had a definite
purpose in mind;In this case,of course, the action does have a
motive, though in so far as the person was unable to control his
desire and was thorefore not rosponsible for his action, we

should say that he "behaved" rather than that he "aotod".

On the other—hdndﬂwe may mean that tho emotional drive

L

was not only uncontrollable but also that it produced a state of
frenzy in which the psrson was quite unaware of what he was doing

Oor why he was acting in the way he did.He aoted,or rathor beohaved

1.Thus 1In & recent murder ocase the judge refused to accept the
cvidence of the defendant that another man,X, had killed his
wife on the grounds that ¥ could have had no possible reason
for wanting to kill her,Later it was proved that X really had
kKllled the defendant’s wife as a means of sexual gratification,

a gotive'whioh'was hardly likely to cocur to the learned
judge.
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"blindly".It is prohably thils interoretation which most poople

have in mind when they talk of a "motivaless action”.Whether it

is ﬁruo that a ps3rson in such a state pf mind really has no "motive“
is,of course,difficult to determine.It is quite possible that he
does not know that what he is doing is'wfong at law,and it is

evon more provbable that the real reasons for his actiong are to

be found in what we call "unconscious motives”. But peoble'who

act "blindly®" in some situation usually do glvo some reason,
hovever bizarre, for thoirbehavidur;when questionod afterwards -

o.8. they might talk of boing moved by the thought of somothing

1
which they "must do".

The difficulty in aecopting the view that there oan
be "motiveless"™ actions bocomos more apparent when we try to

discover whother we ourselves have ever acted (in the strioct

sonse of that term) without a motive.lLooking at the question

from this point of view wo find that what wo call motiveless
actions fall into one or other of these categories:

(a)Unaccountable "slips" of the tongue,faillures in tact,
and so on,

(b)Certain actions done under the stress of emotion.Thus

wve say,"I didn’t have any reason for doing that;lI was just in a
bad temper",

(c).Actions done during a "day-dreaming" mood -that is,
we are not awareo at the tima of having done them,

1.0ne of the limitations of the NKoNaghten Rules,apart from the
fact that they do not mako provision for “unoontrollable impulse
is that {t is almost impnossible to £find a poerson who did not
have some idea of what he was doing and why at the time he
committed his orime.As one judge has said,"Novbody 18 really

mad snough to be within the definition of radness laid down 1n
the rules®,
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'n the first of these categories we are roally only

u -,
r

saying that we do not know what caused us to do this or
that.Tho suggastion is that what was dcne happoned "acraingt our
will" -we wore influenced by factors bayond our control, by

)
physiological factors or unconscious motives.*In other words wo
wore not acting but merely reaofing.

In the second examplo we mean either that wo were the
victims of an uncontrollable emotion,or eolse that we do not want
anyono to take seriously what we said or did while in 2 tomper,. In
tais latter case wo cannot,properly, say that we had no motive.,What
we should say 1is that wo"disown" the motive,

90 far &g "day dreaming® actions are concerned I think

it is true to say that,on analysis, we find that there ia some

motive at work -that our apparently random actions are controlled

by some "master' dosire.It is only in drigged or semi-hypnotlc

states of "day-dreaming" that we ocould possibly claim that tho
behaviour is motiveless,though no doubl the psychologists would

dispute that.

The upshot of this discussion then seems to © that it
is not accurate to talk of "motiveless" actions,What we mean by
this oxpression is covered by tho idea of behaviourisctic actions
outside the control of the agent, and/or by theridea of "unnatural
actions} and for that reason it is votter to deal with the quostion
of sanity and ingssnity in these terms rather than by wringing in

the confused notion of a "motivelesgs action®.

1.It mignt seom hettor to uge tho term "motive™ four actions
influenced by conscious deslros and dutiesg,and to use the term
rcausoe” to descride unconsclious influences,On the other hand
tnhe expression,"unconscious motive”™ does omphasise that the

cause of our behaviour 1s rmental rathor than physiological or
chemical,
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190. There remains one mors preliminary question,viz, the

rolevance of the freewill pronlem to our discussion of rational

action.

Nbviously it 1is not prssible here to exarinz the freewill

nroblor per ge;we cannot,tnat is, attempt to axamine the arguments
ior and against the propositioﬁ that we "have" freowill, OQur
concarn nere 15 simply with the question wiether the assumption

of freewlill 15 necessarily implied in the comrmon sense uase of

the tern "ratlonal" as descriptive of actions:and,for the purposos
of tho discussionjo snall accept the interpretation of froowlll
which 1s8,I think, the comm&n senso ono:l.,e. " a porson acts of
his own f{reewill if his decision is not 6aused,or not wholly

caused by antocedent conditions,including the conditions of his

g™

O¥n naturo considored as a product of anvironmental and heradity

W _ A"
influances.

1, Prima facie it seoms oloar enougﬂ@hat'when,in ordinary

8peech, we describs a person as scting rationally or irrationally,
wo do 1mply that tho person concorned had some freedom of cholce.
If, later, we find that he had had no choice but to act in the
wey he did then wo substitute some othor doscriptivo term for tho
torna "rational" and "irrstional®.Furthsrnore,it ceems to be the
cagse that our employment of these terms usually has "moral

overtonos" -wo do not uso them in the meroly doscrintive serge in

\ '

which,say, wazwould uco terms like "intolligent"jquiock",cautious

otc.
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12, Mention of "moral overtones" brings to the Tore an

objnction which might o raisnd against the common sense polnt of View,
viz., that it is onlj if we do introduce the terms "rational®™ and
"Irrational® as terms of praise or hHlare that the freowill question
toocores relevant:if howevoen wo use these terms as "neutrally”
descriptive termg, then wo ocan by-pass the freewill issuo.Wse

can simply say that a psarson acts rationally when his action

fulfills cortain criteria.

Yet, oven 1f we allow that thease terms can bo used
neutrally, or claim that they often are used neutrally, does this
enable us to avoid the assumption of freewill? Is not this
assumption inovitably involved whonever we use those terms to
qualify "actions"?

In answer to these questions we should note ,first that
1f wve woan by “action” only "the thing done" then,obviously, weo
can describe 1t as rational or irrational without implying
anything ahout freewill,.The freewill {issue is irrolevant Dbocause
We are not discussing the how and the why of a person’s action:

WO are dlscussing only whethor the "thing done" was effective or
Ineffective, right or wrong in tho circumstances.

Secondly, the freowill issue need not be involved if we
use the torms "rational® and"irrational” to describve a dispositional
quality rathoer than an acti&n.ln doscribing a person as a
"particularly rational kind of parson" ve may be doing no more
than descriving a natural characteristic which wo think he is

lucky to "have® {n the sama way in which we mey think a person

lucky to have a "cheerful tonperamont”,
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However when we are descriding,not 2 dispositional
quality or the "thing done" but,the actual doing nf something
by & peorson then it seems to me that wo necessarily assumo that
the person concerned nad gomd fro~don of choioe,ﬁand this holds

good oven though we uso the toarms "rational” and "irrational”

a3 doscrintivo torms only’frne of any moral connotations.It may
gorm at firot sight as 1f this contention is not true,for not only
do wo sometimeos describe a parson as acting irrationally when
there ig a strong o»rime facie case for arguing that his decision
was completely detormined(e,g when an hiabitual drunkard wrecks
nis 1life throusn his inabllity to control his desire for drink),
lbut,alsoywe 5ti1l1l say that a person nrade a rational decision
oven though we are sure that for a psrson of his "nature® any
othor decision would have Lesn almeost impossidble in the circum-
stances,Yet wvhen we reflect further on tke common sonss use of
the terms "rational” &and "irrational" in cases like those we
always find,I think, a tacit assumption that the onerson concerned
had the possibility,even though a bare possibility, of cholce -
1t was conceivable tinat they nmignt have done other than thoy did.
In otnor worde,whenever we are,in fact, comnletely convinced

that the person nad no choice then we ceaue to descriva his action
as rational or irrational.We say,of the drunkerd, for example, that

"there’s no point in telling him that he’s acting irrationally -

he’s no longer able to control his anpetites”.

13 In actual Tact,however, 1{t is rare for us to usoe the

torn3s "rational® and"irrational®™ to degeribo actions without in

gome dense. lmplying tiat tlie action ig morally praiseworthy or
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or blameworthy as the cace may ve,and it is of scme interest toO

note wvhy thecs teoerss should have these moral connotations,7There

ero at leagt three reasons which come to mind: First, ths
concequences of irraticnal cornduct are often vernicious.Secondly,

the abllity to act raticnally often devends on a degree of control

ovor thn emotions and avevatites wnich we find morally admirable.
Thus wo praise csomeone for acting retionally in that he resisted
an immecdiate pleoagurg for tne sake of his future hanpiness.

Thirdly, and mwost immwortantly,there 1is impnlied in the
commen gsense position the velief that wo have an obligation to
try to act rationally."his beinc so we are roally failing in a
moral obligaiion.whcnovef'wc knowingly usot in an irrational way
-0.8., Knowingly act "aguinst the facte",or rofuce to modify an
argumoent walch we know to bo self"contradtcto?y otc,"he cass for
the use of these torms as toerms of praise and blame really resto,
in tho main, on this third point.Wo shall discuss later,in

Chapter IX, the whole question of what we mean wuon we talk of

"an obligation to act rationally".

= ywe eaps ol

-

Iiota. In tne above s~ction we have argued that the Treewill
aggsumption is still involved even though we use the terms
"rational” and "irrational” as descrintive terms only.It
might be said,however,that the freewill question is only

rclevant in the context of the moral problem and is quite
" 1irrelevant outside this.

{ taink 1t is in fact truo that we usually only discuss
tho problem of froowill within the context of moral issues,
cut I cannot seo any loglical reason why wa should dony the

‘ rclevanco of tho freowill issue to matters which are,as it
wore, 'morally neutral”,.,“hen we describe an action as "shrowd”
for instance, we do notfnocesaarily irply that the poarson 1is
to bo morally praised or vlamed for acting shrowdly,but we do

imply that he had some choice of action in the circumstances,
arnd that ho chose wisely.

The only way in which wo could prove the above
Lo be sound would be to show that it ig only‘when'weoriticism

( e o#*‘)
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are under a moral ovligation to do somothing that we have,in fact,
any froedom of will,It would,in the very nature of the case Dbe
impossible to prove this one way or the other,though I sSuppose

it is a common experience that we are most conscilously aware of
freodom of cholce when we are confronted with a duty,especially
with a duty which we do not want to fulfill.One of the defects

of emphasising this aspect of the problem,however,is that 11
tonds to obscure the religious nature of tho freewill problem,
The desire of the ordinary man to believe in freewill arises

not only from the urge to make sense of our moral attitudes,butl
also from the urge to find significance and meaning for his life,.
What ho is asking for is the assurance that ho is not simply a
plaything of imporsonal forces but is a creature,created for a
dofinite purpose,and with some freodom of choice in deternmining
his own destiny.
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T H B CRITERION OF T HE NATURATL
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1. It 1S not so immediately obvious,as it is in the case of

the other critoria,that wo do use the concept of the "natural® as
a criterion of rational action,If wo wero to ask tho ordinary man
what he means winen he talks of someone "acting rationally® he 1is
mucih more likely to refor to the principle of "accordance with
the fac:ts" or the princivle of the"greatest good" than to the
criterion of tho "natural®";yot it doos not require much reflection
to show that this latter criterion i¢ used both directly and
indirectly as a standard by which we determine what 1s rational
and what is irrational.

The most obvious example of the emvloyment of this
criperion is in thoso casos where we dismiss a person’s actlion

as boing completely irrational because it was done for roasons

wnich wo rogard as completely "unnatural®" -reasons wnich no

normal man would foel moved by in the seme ciroumstances.As we

saw in the last chapter, what wo call "motiveloss crimes" are

| 1
very often crimes whose motive is unnatural or avnorral.

.—_—_...————_—————-q-—-———-_—-'_—-

1.In goneral it is true to say that tho connection between
tho idea of the "unnatural® and the idea of the "irrational” 1s

much more marked than the connection between the "natural” and
the "rational®" There is a very obvious reason for this,which

Lo some oxtont applies in the case of tho other criteria as

woll,viz, that whereas if an action does not fulfill one of the
fundamental critoria of rationality it can safely be describvad
as irrational,it does not necoessarily follow that when it does
fulfill one of these oritoria it also fulfills the others,7Thus

@ POrson may be moved by a "natural® motive, and to that extent

(see over
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Tne motives in question need not necessarily be of the
Kind which we regard a8 boing grossly immoral -though,®s we shall
8eo,the "unnatural® and the "immoral®” are often used as
Synonomous terms ~but in so fapr as thoy are the kind of motives
which we can neither understand a person’s being influenced by at
all,or, at least, not influencod by in a particular seot of
clrcumstences, then we tend to assort that the actions which result

from tho influence of such motives must be irrational.Thus we

cannot understand a person’s being moved by the desire to infliot

paln on himself,or a mother’s baing influencod by somo very

abstract notions of justice to give information which will bring

harm to her own children:similarly tho average man finds it

difficult to accent the rationality of the religious vocation {f

it leads a porson to gseek martyrdom or to live the 11fe of a

hermit,

bometimes what weo consider unnatural is not so much

f

the nature of the desire per se as the degree of strength which:
i1t oxerts over a person.Thus it is not unpnatural for a wonan to

foel affection for hor dog,but we think there is something
wrong 1f sho devotos to it ag much attention as a mother would to

nor child.igaln,when we refer to an action as unnatural we may be

be acting rationally and yet,in trying to satisfy the desire which
hag moved aim to action, completely ignore the rolevant facts of
the situation,From that point of view his action has to be
considered irrational,
A In the case of the criterion of the "natural" Ehere 1§

2 further reason why the connection botween the "natural and tne
"rational” is not »articularly strong,and that is thaf in some
cases it is actually more rational to act "against the natural
motive" than to allow oneself to be influenced by 1t.ror
discussion of this point seoe bolow.




commenting on not so much tnse motive of the action as the way
it was done.Thore aro situations in whicn 1t 1s natural,and
tnorefore rational to act spontanoously,without deliberation;
there are othor situations in wihich it is natursal to act with

axtreme caution,

a. another use of the idea of tho "natural®" as & criterion
of rational action is found in those cases wnere we exgcuse Or
defend a porson against the charge of having acted 1frationa11y
by saying that "it was only natural for him to nave acted in the
way he did".Thﬁs we may defond a person against the charge of
irrational conduct if we discover that tahe motive of his action,

though incomprohensivble to us,was an accepted motive in the

\

community in which he lived;in other words we think it natural

for ahperson to be influenced in his behaviour by the moral
standards and customs of tho society in which he has been reared.
Then,again, we may excuse a person {rom the charge of irrational
behaviour by pointing out that though his action was a foolish
one 1n'the circumstences,yet the "instinctive" pull to act in

tho way he did was s0 strong that his action was really a quite

natural one.

Se A more indirect use of the criterion of tho natural

is 111ustratgd in those cases where we argue that if a person
“wants to be happy then he ought to live "naturally" or "according
to nature".Similarly wo somotimes argue,esvecially since the
advent of modern psychology,that the provor way to bring up

children is to allow their "natural" instincts free exprossion.
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In argunments of this kind the actual criterion of rationality

is the principle of the "greatest good",but the concept of the

natural is introduced as a subsidiary oriterion inasmuch as

the means to the achievement of the greatest good is calculated,
in part anyway, by reference to tho concept of the natural,

Wnat wo mean by the term "natural” when used in this context,

and also in the other cases noted above,is the question to which

wo must now turn our attention.

II.

4. Tho unsatisfactoriness of tne concept of the "natural” -

whatover the context in which it is employed -has been commented
1
on by many writers .80 that it may scem somewhat suporfluous to

labour the point any further,The only reasons for doing so are .,

Rfirap,that notwithstanding these criticisms the terms "natural”
and "unnatural® are still used very frequently in ordinary speech .
in dofonce or in criticism of various kinds of adtions;and secondly
that a somowhat moro detailod analysis of these concepts ylelds

& number of questions that are in themselves of considerable

intorest,

Aty

* I
ilh

l.Butlor,llume and Sidgwick have all made detailed coriticisms of,
or analyses of these oconcepts,cach from a slightly different
point of view,.Thus Butler(Sermon 2) is conoerned with the
problem of what we mean by "natural®™ when we claim a "natural”
supromacy for the conscience;Hume,on the other hand(Bk2 of
Treatise, "'oral Distinctions Deorived from a loral Sense) doals
with the difficulties of the concont of the "natural®” in trying
to answer the question whether moral principles nave their
gsource in nature;then,again, Sidgwick(Chapter VI,Methods of
Ethics) criticisos the attempt to find in the notion of the
"natural® an ultimato ground for ethical principles.Both the .
latter writers,though dealing with a somewhat different nroblem,
follow mucn the gsame lino in thoir criticisms -Sidgwick?s;being

tao more detalled and cogont argument of the two.
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5. The most frequent criticism of the concept of the
1.

"natural” 135 of course that the term is radically ambiguous,lot
'y

U

only can 1t be defined in a number of differeont ways,some of
whicn gseem to be opposed to each other,but these definitions

“themselves,and especially the ones in curront use,suffor from a
lack of procision and clarity.In consequence arguments which

are based on tho concept of the "natural" are always exposed to
the dangers of a petitio principii;or else suffer from the fact
that tae torm "natural® 1is used in one sense in ono pnart of the
argument,and in another senée in a later stage of the argument.VWe
cémmence,say,by arguing éhat it is8 natural(in sense of normal)
for cerf&in natives to be promiscuous in tholr seoxual relations,
and,perhaps, conclude by arguing that it is natural(in sense of
"according to original nature of man") for the natives to be
promigcuous,and yot not realise that fhe reaning we give to

%

the term "natural" hag shifted.

6. Now,in relation to the particular problem we are
discussing here,viz the employment of the concept of the "nafural®
a8 a criterion of rational action,it is possible to note at

least four senseos of the term "natural® which are relovant;and this
oﬁservation 1 {tself an apt commentary on the ambiguousness of

the term.Leaving aside,however, this general criticism of the

concept, and coming to more snocific criticisms of the ways in

1.Cf. Hume,p474:"—w-—-- our answer to this qunstion depends upon
the dofinition of the word,Nature,than which there is none more
ambiguous and equivocal.®

2.The Concise Oxford Dictionary 1lists fourteen '
sensges in whioch
the term *natural" 18 used, - e
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which the various sonses of the term "natural" are employed,we

first of all enumerate and define the four genceg which areo

rolevant to our general theme:

(a).The most fregquent meaning of "natural’, when used as

a critorion of rational action,is "normal"(in sense of "what 18

usual”) or "common"(as opposed to what is rare and exceptional),and

we shall find,I think,that this sensec of tne term is imnlied in

many instances where other criteria of *+he natural" are also

L.
onerative., An sotion,then,is natursl if it 1s the kind of action

which all men,or the great majority of men would have done in the
seme circumstances,an unnatural action,on this definition of' the
term,1is one which we could not imagine tho "normal® man(i,e.
the vast majority of people whom we know) doing at all,or, at

least, doing in these particular circumstances.

(5) A second, and much less common, definition of
"natural® is,"that which is‘baéed on an innate moral sonse" -
é definition which is,of course, particularly relevant to the
problem of the relafion‘batween moral action and rational action.
The use of this moaning of the "natural” as a criterion

of rational action is not always so obvious as in the above
definition of the term,and in many cases is only indirectly used

ag a critorion.Its most obvious employment is in those cases wnere

someone commits a crime which shocks our moral sensibilities,and

1.Thus,Hume,op.cit.,p.474, *But nature may also be opposod to rare
and unusualsand in thils sense of the word,which is the common

one, there may of'ten arise disputes concerning wiat is natural
or unnatural®,
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we say,"It isn’t natural for him to do a thing like that -he
cannot have any moral sonse",0f course the fisld of actions
covered by this sense of "natural” over-laps a good deal with the

field covered by the coritorion of what is "normal" or "common”,
a point which is seized on by critics of the moral sense tnoory

who seek to show that what "shocks" our so-called moral sense 1is

rmerely that which we have been "conditioned" to regard as wrong

by the community in which we have been dbrougnt up.

Sometimes this sense of "natural” is expressed in
terms of the "natural law" rather than in torms of the "innate
moral sense".The two 1deas always go together;thosé who*believg
in the théory of "natural law" always in faot accept tho notion
that this "natural law" is written in the"heart of man® or is
rocognised by the untainted conscience.This conception of
"natural 1aw“,with its implications that the universe itself is
o8tablished on justice and law,is often used,indirectly, as a
criterion of rational action as for example when we are told

that a man can only fulfill himself,or realise himself,or gain

true happiness 1if ho obeys the"natural law within him", or if

he allows his "true nature" to express itself,or if heo obveys
1

the"natural authority"of conscience. We shall seo that this

view sometimes gets confused with another view,viz.,that a man
best roalises nimself if he allows his natural(in the sense of
"original") emotions and passions to be expressed without
hindrance,Actually the two views are diametrically opvosed:in the

1.This 18 more or less the voint of view of Butler,ac exprossed
in the socond and third sormons.It is,in other words,part of

the natural oconstitution of man that conscience should rulse
over the passions and appoetites.
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former the passions and appotites(the "natural map“) are subjected
to the disoipline of the moral law;in the latter thesc passions
are allowed complete froedom.It is only because of the radical

ambiguity of the term "natural” that such opposing views could

be confused.

(c)The third meaning of "natural® is hard to express

precisely.The suggested definition,viz<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>